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A New Way of Looking at Shakespeare’s Stagecraft
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Kenneth Branagh’s production of Twelfth Night worked closely to Shakespeare’ text for the use of a “box tree,” which allowed for the comic business of characters’ eavesdropping on Malvolio in one of the best comic scenes in the play. This essay argues that much like a modern director and designer, Shakespeare wrote a blueprint into the plays with explicit instructions for stagecraft that were likely carried out in the court theatrical productions that Elizabeth I adored.

I. Shakespeare’s Theatricalism in Twelfth Night

“If music be the food of love, play on;/Give me excess of it.” [1] In the opening line from Twelfth Night, one of the most famous in the Shakespearean canon, the precision of the playwright’s skills in matters of stagecraft is self-evident. The author makes it clear that he wants live music prior to Orsino’s opening line. The audience hears the music first, then Orsino instructs the musicians to continue. This dramatic moment is conceived by a writer for the theater who is doubling as a sound designer, and it speaks to the pattern of an artist acutely aware of the kind of spectacle that he wishes to incorporate into his play.

Orsino proceeds to play conductor to his musical ensemble: “That strain again! It had a dying fall.” [2] Here, Shakespeare indicates the rise-and-fall cadence for music that is affecting the Duke emotionally. As in any film score today, the music intended by Shakespeare is guiding the audience’s emotional response, exactly as it is shaping the reactions of Orsino. This is not an opera, so the playwright now terminates the music and moves on to the expository dialogue about the lovesick Orsino. Having surfeited on the music, which was the Duke’s original intention, he cancels the instruction for more music: “Enough, no more!/”Tis not so sweet now as it was before.” [3]

The example from Twelfth Night points to the lifelong relationship of Shakespeare with music. The canon is simply filled with music both instrumental and lyrical, and the author guides the theater practitioners into precisely where to incorporate it into the flow of the action. The author’s love of music extends to a methodology of writing blank verse that was unlike any of his contemporaries. Shakespeare’s experimentation with meter in the iambic pentameter verse form stretched over his career with constant experimentation. The author could effortlessly write a ten-syllable line closing on a complete thought. But he could also radically depart from a pattern of end-stopped lines with a dynamic irregular verse form. Taken as a whole, the plays reveal an enormous set of aural variations in eliciting musicality from the spoken word. In his book Shakespeare’s Metrical Art, George T. Wright describes the unique approach to the eavesdropping scene with three groups of characters on stage simultaneously in V, ii of Troilus and Cressida: “the presence of three separate groups on the stage permits Shakespeare to mount a complex music reminiscent, for modern readers, of Verdian opera.” [4] Wright goes on to break down the text into “registers” in a sophisticated vocal arrangement, suiting “the verse style of each passage to the characters and action that it treats.” [5] Invariably, Shakespeare’s metrical keyboard also includes plays-on-words and the witty banter that occasionally takes the form of the euphuistic style popular at court in the late 1580s. This was an author who was mobilizing the English language for an educated, elite audience who would be attuned to the subtlest nuances of wordplay.

The opening moments of Twelfth Night demonstrate a detailed set of instructions for stagecraft that would be more appropriate for an intimate court theater than the large public theaters of Elizabethan London. Appearing in plain sight in Shakespeare’s dialogue, these explicit stage directions delineate precise artistic choices, as any theater director will attest. The British stage director Peter Hall observed that “Shakespeare’s text is a complex score that demands to be read as a piece of music.” [6] Indeed, spectacle and music in Shakespeare’s plays are painstakingly woven into the dialogue. The text thus serves as the DNA for us to understand how the author wanted to transmit his work visually and aurally to audiences in live performance in his time, and, it offers clues about the type of theater space he intended for his plays to be produced.

Having set the tone with live music incorporated into the opening scene of Twelfth Night, Shakespeare theatrically unfolds the shipwrecked arrival of Viola at the court of Orsino in I, ii through a musical metaphor when Viola vows to “speak to him in many sorts of music.” [7] The somber scene with Orsino and Viola/Cesario in II, iv, which begins with the line “Give me some music” segues into the “antique song” performed by Feste. This is another example of aristocratic entertainment that would be conveyed naturally at the court of Elizabeth I where costly musical instruments were part of the fabric of court life. Viola’s image of the melancholy that is the “very echo to the seat/Where love is throned” [8] is the brainchild of an author who had acquired from training and experience in the theory and practice of music the ability to engage an audience in aural concepts like the “echo” of a sad mood. The critic Walter Pater wrote that “all art constantly aspires towards the condition of music,” and the scholar Norman Rabkin is more precise when he observes that to appreciate Shakespeare, it is almost impossible “not to speak at times in the language of the musicologist.” [9] Of course, the Stratfordians have no evidence that William of Stratford had any musical inclination or training. Typically, the Stratford Grammar School is invoked as the think tank for Shakespeare’s education, his knowledge of classical texts, Latin, philosophy, history, and every other subject under the sun. For Stratfordians, the grammar school would “almost certainly” be the venue for the author’s first exposure to music. But, in the case of Edward de Vere, we know that in his youth, he was associated with the finest composer of the age in William Byrd and that some of de Vere’s earliest surviving literary efforts were in the writing of song lyrics. That kind of evidence is what the Stratfordians would claim as a landmark discovery for their authorial candidate if the man from Stratford had had a connection to William Byrd.

Shakespeare’s courtly stagecraft is also apparent in scenic design. The “box tree” that is introduced in II, v of Twelfth Night is central to the eavesdropping of Toby, Andrew, and Fabian, who are hiding behind the tree when Malvolio discovers the letter that has been ghost-written and planted by Maria as a phony love confession from Olivia to Malvolio. This gulling scene, which is the catalyst for the major satire of Twelfth Night, was intended by the author to take place around the tree. Christmas trees only came into vogue in England via Germany in the Victorian era. In this scene, the author has in mind a live, portable tree that would be part of an aristocratic English garden. The three friends are observing and commenting on Malvolio’s priceless reactions as he reads aloud the letter while they are hiding behind the tree. On the bare stage of the Globe Theater, convention would not permit the implementation of scenery like a live “box tree.” And the playwright clearly did not want to use a stool or abstract representation of the tree that would leave the tree to the imagination of the spectators. Rather, he has written into the script “box tree,” implying that this unique set piece was integral to the production where the characters could hide behind the tree and eavesdrop on Malvolio. Two sets of stage directions are written into the dialogue of Much Ado About Nothing calling for more trees, wherein the author directs Benedict and Beatrice to scamper into their hiding places in the orchard where they will eavesdrop on the other characters describing how deeply they are in love with each other.

Writing in his classic work Shakespeare at the Globe, Columbia University professor Bernard Beckerman describes the minimal attention given to stage properties at the Globe, including the absence of trees: “It is significant that few of the properties which we know were used at that playhouse reveal a symbolic purpose. For the most part they are utilitarian. Those properties which are most readily suited to symbolism, such as trees, have no certain representatives at the Globe playhouse.” [10] But it is clear that the author of Shakespeare’s plays intended “symbolism” in stage settings and properties. The apology given by the Chorus of Henry V for the audience to “piece out our imperfections with your thoughts” [11] suggests the author’s awareness of the limitations of the public theaters, and it also implies an inherent desire for the naturalistic stage environments that would not come until the nineteenth century with extraordinarily detailed stage directions for the settings as conceived by Ibsen, Strindberg, and Chekhov.

The theatre entrepreneur Phillip Henslowe left a famous diary in which he listed props that were part of the holdings of his theatres. The list includes such items as “three hundred items of apparel and over a hundred properties [that] range from moss banks, two trees, one with golden apples and another for Tantalus.” [12] (author’s emphasis) While it is certainly possible that a fake, stage tree could have been used in the public theatres of London, its purpose would be primarily decorative. In the case of Henslowe’s Tantalus tree, it was likely a crude set piece would be placed to indicate the impossibility of Tantalus reaching for grapes. It is unlikely that the property would be a live tree with a large enough trunk and sufficient foliage to conceal three characters behind it. While such a property would be considered frivolous at the Globe, it would be entirely in keeping with the more elaborate and realistic court conventions where budget would not have been a concern for the Queen, who had extravagant tastes in entertainment and was all too willing to allow her courtiers to pick up the tab.

The plays presented at court were often identified in the Elizabethan era as “devices,” a term used generically to convey spectacle, and the design elements were often ambitious in scope. Writing in the year 1600, Sir Thomas Wilson observed how the typically parsimonious queen would spend lavishly on court entertainment:

Her pleasures cost her much, as shewes, triumphs and such like great mariages with any of her maids or Ladyes publiquely in the Court, and comedies, shows, devises and entertainement of Ambassadors publicquely as I have seen divers vizt the Duke of Bullion who cost her every day 100£, besides the charge of his solumne entertainment att her own Table, likewise the Danish Ambassador and others of these. She spends ordinarily 5,000£ yearly, and some time so much in a month, as occasion serve. [13]

The author of Twelfth Night was likely aspiring to this stunning level in scenic design. A visiting French ambassador left the recollection of “a beautiful comedy that concludes with a marriage” and evidently included a shipwreck. [14] Edward de Vere’s secretary Anthony Munday wrote of:

a brave and comely ship brought in before her Majesty wherein were certain of her noble Lords, and this ship was made with a gallant devise that in her presence it ran upon a rock & was despoiled. This credit was the bravest devise that I every saw and worthy of innumerable commendations. [15]

It was reported that “Oxford, who had concealed himself in the ship, danced his way toward the audience, where he presented Elizabeth I with a jewel.” [16] Even late in life, Oxford recalled in a letter to his brother-in-law Robert Cecil the memories of his “youth, time, and fortune spent in her court.” [17] It is not clear if Munday’s description of the shipwreck was for a presentation of Twelfth Night, but it offers insight into the ambitious technical effects of a “gallant devise” that bordered on the spectacular.

The special significance of scenic elements in Twelfth Night supports the contention of Shakespearean scholar Ann Pasternak Slater that the internal evidence within Shakespeare’s plays reveals the author’s creative process as similar to that of the modern stage director. Slater underscores how the plays are filled with “stage symbolism.” In examples of trees that go well beyond the utility of the box tree in Twelfth Night, the forest of Arden in As You Like It implies that the trees of this natural world are symbolic of a pastoral environment that is in stark contrast to the sterility of the stultifying court. And the onstage representation of the branches of Birnam Wood creeping towards Dunsinane in Macbeth conveys the fulfillment of one of the prophesies of the witches. Slater underscores the importance of the “ubiquitous oblique imperative of the dialogue” and that “we need to read his plays with an eye to the visual effects he demands, and to trace their meaning and development throughout the canon.” [18] It is likely that the realization of the Shakespearean symbolic staging requirements were unique to court performances and were in stark contrast to the minimalist conventions of the public theatres.

Another “oblique imperative” of the Twelfth Night dialogue would likely be a small chamber constructed outdoors on Olivia’s estate. Within this space, identified in the playscript as a “dark room,” Malvolio is incarcerated and taunted by Feste. The scene in IV, ii has an elaborate build-up with the duping of Malvolio and the outrage of his mistress for his flirtatious behavior after suiting up like a peacock in yellow, crossgartered stockings. The transformation of the black-clad Puritan into the epitome of sartorial splendor seems like madness to Olivia, resulting in the placement of Malvolio in solitary confinement. The traditional view of Shakespeare’s stagecraft would assign the upstage “discovery area” (or “inner stage”) of the Globe Theater as the all-purpose solution to this kind of specialized locale. But that view is challenged in C. Walter Hodges’ The Globe Restored—A Study of the Elizabethan Theatre:

We have to examine a popular theory that the central opening on the stage level was an “inner stage” which was capable of … having special uses of its own. For instance, John Cranford Adams, in his book The Globe Playhouse, its Design and Equipment, not only prescribes for these areas an extensive and particularized range of functions around which he claims the whole method of Elizabethan play-structure was composed, but gives exact measurements into the bargain. Yet this really goes far beyond the warrant of evidence …. We do not know how or to what extent they recognized such a place as an ‘inner stage’. The Swan drawing does not show such a thing, and the wording ‘inner stage’ does not occur anywhere in the whole corpus of Elizabethan theatrical literature. [19]

Despite the disclaimer of Hodges, the architects of the reconstructed Elizabethan public theaters in the modern era, including the Globe in London, habitually make use of the recessed inner stage area for scenes like the incarceration of Malvolio.

The author’s dialogue explicitly calls for a “dark room” where the face of Malvolio emerges from the shadows as he is confronted by Feste impersonating Sir Topas. A specific lighting effect that resembles a spotlight on the face of the hapless Malvolio is implied in the words of Malvolio himself when he describes the environment desired by the author: “I say this house is as dark as ignorance, though ignorance were as dark as hell …. They have laid me here in hideous darkness.” [20] In the Kenneth Branagh stage production of Twelfth Night (discussed below), the dark room was part of the ground plan of the walled estate of Olivia. An opening in the wall revealed a small, subterranean chamber in which Malvolio’s face appeared through the darkness behind a set of bars. This example of a functional unit of scenery intended to designate the desired space and the effects enhanced by indoor candle illumination would be more in keeping with a small court theater, as opposed to the awkward placement of Malvolio in the far away confines of the inner stage in the Globe with no possibilities for lighting effects when the play was being performed in broad daylight.

In his book Lighting the Shakespearean Stage, 1567-1642, R. B. Graves identifies the essential position of playwright Ben Jonson on stage lighting: “Jonson believed (or came to believe, after a quarrel with his scene designer, Inigo Jones) that by dwelling on the physical aspects of stage production, the central dramatic concerns of language and meaning were ignored.” [21] But the author Shakespeare clearly recognized how stage lighting could support both “language” and “meaning.” The Merchant of Venice is a play saturated in atmosphere with similar lighting effects achieved in the dark room in Twelfth Night. The characters make explicit references to daytime versus nighttime environments. In the finale in Belmont, Nerissa and Portia allude to the incandescent effect of the evening. Portia exclaims that the “light we see is burning in my hall;/How far that little candle throws his beams!” And Nerissa replies, “When the moon shone we did not see the candle.” Portia concludes the interchange: “So doth the greater glory dim the less.” [22] This dialogue resembles instructions for a lighting designer. Here, the moon is the source of the environment of Belmont, and it is expressed in the theater through stage lighting. Graves observes that early lighting instruments allowed for the dimming of candlelight during a performance. The magic of Belmont, enhanced by the shifting atmospheric effects of light and darkness evoked the irony of the beautiful moonlit night vis-à-vis the disillusionment setting in with the young lovers in The Merchant of Venice, due primarily to the bad behavior of the men. This sequence was clearly written with an indoor theater in mind where the lighting elements could have been realized. That effect could
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